CHAPTER   IX

BALDER  AND   THE   MISTLETOE

Relation
of the fire-
festivals to
the myth
of Balder.

Veneration
of the
Druids
for the
mistletoe.

THE reader may remember that the preceding account of
the popular fire-festivals of Europe was suggested by the
myth of the Norse god Balder, who is said to have been
slain by a branch of mistletoe and burnt in a great fire. We
have now to enquire how far the customs which have been
passed in review help to shed light on the myth. In this
enquiry it may be convenient to begin with the mistletoe,
the instrument of Balder's death.

From time immemorial the mistletoe has been the
object of superstitious veneration in Europe. It was
worshipped by the Druids, as we learn from a famous
passage of Pliny. After enumerating the different kinds of
mistletoe, he proceeds : " In treating of this subject, the
admiration in which the mistletoe is held throughout Gaul
ought not to pass unnoticed. The Druids, for so they call
their wizards, esteem nothing more sacred than the mistletoe
and the tree on which it grows, provided only that the tree is
an oak. But apart from this they choose oak-woods for their
sacred groves and perform no sacred rites without oak-leaves ;
so that the very name of Druids may be regarded as a Greek
appellation derived from their worship of the oak.1 For

1 Pliny derives the name Druid from
the Greek drus, "oak." He did not
know that the Celtic word for oak was
the same -(daur}9 and that therefore
Druid, in the sense of priest of the oak,
might be genuine Celtic, not borrowed
from the Greek. This etymology is
accepted by some modern scholars. See
G, Curtius, Gruntfsuge der Griechischen

Etymologie'0 (Leipsic, 1879), pp. 238
sq. ; A. Vanicek, Griechisch-Lateinisch
Etymologisches Worterbuch (Leipsic,
1877), pp. 368 sqq. ; (Sir) John Rhys,
Celtic Heathendom (London and Edin-
burgh, 1888), pp. 221 sqq* However,
this derivation is disputed by other
scholars, who prefer to derive the
name from a word meaning know-